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UNDERSTANDING THE PERSONAL IMPACT OF CHILD CARE SCARCITY
Many data sources and media outlets across the country have demonstrated that 
our child care system is wholly inadequate to meet the needs of our youngest 
children and their parents. Washington’s Department of Commerce estimates 
that Clallam County is shy more than 300 licensed child care slots. This report of 
findings from a needs assessment of Clallam County parents illustrates the daily 
reality of this scarcity for local working parents, their employers, and their children.

Survey Methodology 
An eighteen-question, on-line survey was conducted in the first three weeks of June, 2021. The questionnaire was 
circulated among two, broadly representational, large groups: parent employees at the county’s largest employer 
(> 1,600 employees), Olympic Medical Center, and staff and parent clients of the county’s largest provider of 
home visiting programs to primarily Medicaid-eligible parents with children age 0-6, First Step Family Support 
Center. Those two subsets of respondents generated 141 and 86 complete surveys respectively. Quantitative data 
were analyzed using Microsoft Excel Statistical Package. Issues with child care, articulated by respondents, were 
analyzed and collated using content analysis.  

The Sample
The 227 respondents are all parents or guardians of children birth to 14 years old. All but approximately 
10% of the sample are currently active in the workforce. The working parents reported a range of job 
titles, from caregiver to budtender to site manager to medical doctor, suggesting a representative array of 
working parents across the income and professional skills spectrums. Together, they parent 410 children.
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The Myth of the Wait List

When unable to find any available child care, 28% of working respondents opted for a 
place on a waiting list. 

“There simply is not enough, especially for infants. We struggled finding daycare when 
my daughter was one year. There are just not enough centers. I was on the waitlist at 
three different places.”

However, previous research by our project in April, 2021 found that every open child care 
center in the county, with the exception of Head Start, had waiting lists. In fact, most 
centers report receiving phone calls most days of the week asking if they have any 
availability (which, incidentally, are painful phone calls to receive for these providers). The 
waiting lists they construct are “impossibly long lists of families” whose names will not rise 
to the top in time to help, due to the scarcity of licensed child care slots. 

LISTENING TO EXPERTS
Survey respondents represent a saavy community of consumers who are wholly immersed in the project of 
finding trustworthy, reliable child care for their children. Nearly 2/3 of the sample (64%) have children under 
the age of 5, the most likely to utilize child care. Almost half of respondents (47%) have children 5-9 years 
old, and a third have children 10-14 years old—both age groups are consistent utilizers of out-of-school-time 
programs such as the YMCA and Boys and Girls Club. Forty-two percent have children in more than one 
age group, which brings its own challenges for managing child care, as reported later. 

For those respondents for whom a stay-at-home partner is not a reality, it has not been easy to 
effectively obtain child care for their children. 

Slightly more than 9% of the sample is not currently in the workforce, because they’re on maternity 
leave, pandemic-related unemployment, or out of the workforce for some other reason. The following 
numbers pertain to parents currently in the workforce, or 207 of the respondents. Parents were asked 
if they had experience looking for child care and if so to describe their experiences. Not surprisingly, 
18% of our parents in the workforce reported they had not tried to look for child care because their 
child care needs were taken care of at home—most often by a partner. This mirrors a national pattern 
of the proportion of parent-provided care. 

44% have tried and found NONE readily available.
58% have tried and found no child care they can afford.
28% tried and were placed on waiting lists.
26% tried and could not find a location they felt 
 comfortable leaving their children. 

Only 24% have tried and succeeded to their satisfaction.
1%  (2 respondents) checked the option “I’ve tried.  

It was easy to find child care.  And it is affordable.”



“It has been a 

 huge challenge for 

 our family for years now. It is 

the most stressful part of  

being a working parent that not 

too many talk about”.

“It sucks. I have had to quite my  

job because I have no child care. 
So now, I’m 
stressing about 
money, how my 
rent will get paid 
and how we will 
get by.”

Child Care Stacking
When working parents are unable to locate safe, affordable 
child care they set about cobbling together stacks of care 
for their children while they are at work. Clallam County 
parents are no different. Respondents report utilizing a mix 
of care arrangements, including licensed childcare, friends, 
neighbors, extended family, half-day preschool programs, 
the Boys and Girls Club, and the passing of children in 
workplace parking lots between moms and dads who have 
taken different shifts in order to care for their children.

When asked about the number of arrangements they have for 
child care, 20% of parents said they have just one child care 
arrangement. A deeper look into this 20% shows that for a third 
of these parents a spouse or partner is that singular care-giver; 
another 20% use licensed child care as their only form of care.

Notably, half of all the respondents report having three or 
more care arrangements in order to cover their family’s 
needs for child care. There are a few ways of looking at 
this: it could indicate that children have a web of care-givers 
surrounding them while their parents are at work and parents 
have scenarios of trusted back-up when a primary arrangement 
falls through. 

While this may be the case for some parents in the survey, 
statistical analysis comparing the number of arrangements for 
child care to the frequency of missed work in an average month 
finds a positive correlation between the two (r =.2). In other 
words, the more care arrangements the families have, the more 
missed days or part days they report. 

“Due to lack of childcare, I have 
transferred from a full time job to a 
per diem job to take care of our child 
while my husband works full time.” Further, from qualitative responses, 

several families reported having 
tenuous situations in which parents 
frequently find themselves with gaps 
in care. Those gaps require them to 
utilize work-related sick leave and 
vacation time to attend to the care 
needs of their children.

“With friends backing out 
and being unwilling to help,  

I just can’t go to work.”

“...grandparents 
getting older, having 
harder time watching 

my kids...”

“Sometimes my family is 
not available to watch my 

children while I’m at work & 
they are my only option.”
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almost impossible 
to run a clinic and 
provide great patient 
care when we don’t 
have the staffing to do 
so.  It is heartbreaking 
to find people that 
want to work, but 
cannot commit due to 
childcare issues”!

“I have had multiple employees 
quit due to not being able to find 
child care,  many employees not 
being able to work full-time, and 
candidates that cannot commit to 
a work schedule  
due to childcare.  It is

LACK OF CONSISTENT, RELIABLE  
CHILD CARE HITS HOME (& WORK)

None
24%

1-2 times
36%

3-4 times
17%

5-12 times
16%

More than 12 
times

7%

Number of Times in an Average Month Respondents Miss 
Work, All or Part Day, Including Late Arrival, Early Departure

The adjacent pie chart shows that, when asked how 
often, in an average month, they miss work due to 
child care issues, parent participants in the survey 
report missing quite a bit of work. In fact, nearly a 
quarter of the sample (23%) reports missing work five 
or more times a month. An additional 17% are missing 
work 3-4 times a month, approaching once a week. 
None of this is lost on managers and employers, as 
articulated by a manager in the survey below.

Participants worry about the impact of this on their 
jobs. For instance, one respondent wrote : “I really try 
my best, however about half my days I’m clocking in on the 
cusp of the grace period after rushing to get here. And since 
there’s a time limit on how long a kid can be there per day I 
have to change my schedule to try and fit their time frames. 
Overall [I miss part of my shift] about twice a week.”

Kids thrive in environments where they have trusted routines. Routines build a child’s confidence because children know 
what to expect. They can help kids learn to be more self-sufficient because childen can anticipate what comes next and 
begin making successful decisions based on that understanding.  So while multiple care arrangements make life miserable 
for parents and employers, they can be terrible for kids. Perhaps most unfortunate is the lost opportunity for the rich learning 
environment that a high quality child care program can provide. Inadequate child care opportunities can rob our youngest 
citizens of critical developmental, and resilience-boosting support that super-charge the kids.
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Parents, especially those with children in two or more of the age categories listed earlier—for 
instance a family with a toddler, a first grader, and a sixth grader—can be especially stressed in 
an environment  with a scarcity of child care. Parents in our survey describe needing to utilize 
child care opportunities in Sequim AND Port Angeles (20 miles apart) in order to meet their 
needs for the care of their children of differing ages.

Two thirds of parents 
reported sharing the 
responsibility for child care arrangements, while a third 
are the sole parent responsible for finding adequate child 
care for their children. While there was no significant 
difference in the number of children in these two types 
of homes, the challenge of navigating a landscape of child care scarcity while holding down a job, without an 
assist from another parent, even another working parent, proves formidable. 

“Before and after school care is a struggle. School drop off isn’t allowed until 7:30 for my eldest, then I have to 
drop off my youngest at daycare and hope to get to work on time by 8. Additionally, if I drop them off earlier, I 
have to leave work earlier or pay an additional fee for using more than 8 hours of care for my youngest.”

“Our primary care 
arrangement is 

licensed child care. 
One child in child 

care in Port Angeles, 
one is in child care in 

Sequim.”

“I live in Port Angeles, 
but the only flexible 
provider I have found 
is in Carlsborg. I drive 
to Carlsborg every 

morning and then all the 
way back home to drop 
6 yr old off for school 

and then 11 min to work. 
Round trip is around 65-
70 min every morning.”

“I have 3 children and because of their ages, they 
will be in 3 different places while I’m at work.  My 
3 year old will be starting preschool in the fall 
but it is only a half day.  I will have to start late 
in order to drop her off and then have to use my 
lunch break to pick her up from school.  My nine 
year old will be in school but still needs child care 
for after school and also needs to be picked up 

and dropped off.  My 2 year old is too young to be 
in school and will need to be with a sitter while 
her older sisters are in school.  Different drop off 
and pick up times for multiple children makes it 
very difficult to accommodate working families.  It 
would be so nice to be able to drop off/pick up all 

3 of my kids at the same place and time.”

“My husband and I feel we’d be much further along in our careers if we had access to reliable, affordable, 
and high-quality childcare. It’s an incredible struggle to live in an area where one of us is forced to stay home 
because the cost-benefit balance of both of us working doesn’t make sense.”

“Child care needs to be more accessible, and not so expensive. Some people can’t work because they don’t 
make enough money to pay for daycare, plus rent/mortgage, food, insurance, etc. Please have more options 
for kids, more positive outlets for kids/teens, and please be reasonably priced! “

“I was able to pay for childcare for 1 child, but as soon as the second child needed daycare, it was more than 1 paycheck 
per month for childcare expenses ($1,600).  I believe that childcare workers deserve the price they are charging, but it’s still 
very difficult to pay. My husband quit his well-paying job to stay home with our two children after only going two months 
of having both children in daycare (2 separate locations because of the age differences and preferences of the daycare 
locations). I don’t know how anyone with a full time job can swing the drop off and pick up times.” 

With incomes in the 3rd percentile of Washington State’s wage range, 
child care providers are, clearly, not to blame.

Nothing in respondents’ written comments was mentioned more often than affordability and the prohibi-
tive cost of child care for some. Of the open-ended comments contributed by parents, fully 42% referred to 
the (in)affordability issues related to child care. Notoriously, the cost of a year of in-state college tuition is 
slightly less than the average cost for a year of full-day child care. 
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PEOPLE 
LAID OFF 
DURING THE 
PANDEMIC
AND WHEN 
THEY 
MIGHT  
RETURN TO 
WORK...

78%

WITH THE NEED FOR MORE CHILD CARE CONFIRMED,  
THOSE WITH A WILL TO BUILD MORE CHILD CARE 
WILL WANT TO KNOW THIS...

When asked the number of miles they work from their home, more than half of the sample (55%) reported living 
within 5 miles of their workplace. The left stack chart below shows that 2/3 of the sample works within 10 miles 
of home and virtually everyone (97%) works within 20 miles of their homes. A closer look at this data finds

WITH THE CURRENT SPOTLIGHT ON

When respondents not currently in the workforce were asked 
“If you are NOT currently employed, would you want to, and be 
able to, be employed outside your home if you had affordable, 
reliable child care for your child(ren)”? 

78% checked    
“Yes, if I had affordable, reliable child care  
for my child(ren) I would seek employment.”

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

More than 25 Miles

21-25 miles

16-20 miles

11-15 miles

6-10 miles

Up to 5 miles

First Step OMC Port Angeles W Port Angeles Sequim

> 25
miles

21-25
milles

16-20
miles

11-15
miles

6-10
miles

<6 miles

Miles Travelled to Work from Home 
Entire Sample

Miles Travelled to Work from Home 
By Sample Contributors

Miles Travelled to Work from Home 
By Respondent’s Town

up to 5 miles 6-10 miles 11-15 miles 16-20 miles 21-25 miles > 25 miles
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Port Angeles
49%

W. Port 
Angeles/Joyce

27%

Sequim
24%

Where Respondents Live

Just Day Shift
74%

Just Swing Shift
6%

Just Night Shift
1%

70%--90% Day
6%

Half Day, Half 
Swing

8%

Mix of All Three
5%

some interesting and salient differences in the sample. In 
the middle stack chart one can see that the two groups of 
respondents—those who work at OMC and those who are 
connected to First Step Family Support Center—are slightly 
different in that employees of OMC tend to drive further 
to work than do people who received their questionnaires 
through First Step. First Step-related respondents tend to live 
closer to their work, which, like most, tends to be in the City 

of Port Angeles and its 
immediate surroundings.

The stack chart on the 
right hand side of the 
previous page shows 
that people who live in 
Sequim drive further to 
work than do people who 
live in Port Angeles. To a 
lesser degree this is true 
of people who live in West 
Port Angeles/Joyce. 

It seems to indicate that a 
large percentage of all parent respondents work in downtown 
Port Angeles and its surroundings. While the sample is not a 
representation of all Clallam County parents, by any means, it 
can be considered a moderately reasonable sample of working 
parents in the east/central portion of Clallam County.

Respondents’ Work Schedules
Eighty-four percent of respondents work full time; 16% work 
part time (defined in our survey as less than 30 hours per 
week). Not surprisingly the majority of respondents, 74%, work 
some version of the day shift. This, however varies from a 
day shift that begins as early as 6:30am and spans the early 
morning to day shifts that begin as late as 9:00 am. Fully 26% 
of the working parents in the survey work some combination 

of shifts that include   
     swing shifts and 
             overnight 
               shifts, 
               no doubt 
               adding 
              additional 
              layers of child 
            care challenges 
           to the scarcity 
         picture.
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WAGE CATEGORIES
The sample represents a wide range of Clallam County wage categories. The adjacent stack chart shows the 
approximate income of respondents. These were calculated for each respondent using their job titles rather 
than reported incomes. The median annual wage for an individual in Clallam County is $41,787.20; in other 
words 50% of the population earns less than that, 50% earn more. 

Our sample appears to be slightly over-represented in the lower incomes, but not out of line with what one 
would expect of a younger sample of the population (people at the early stages of their career and income 
trajectories). These are parents who will likely to be able to utilize 
Working Connections child care subsidies as the eligibility for the 
program changes under the Fair Start for Kids Act to include a 
greater number of Washington families. 

“The cost of childcare for my one child is averaging $800 a 
month, that’s only a little bit less than one of my paychecks.   
My husband and I have had many conversations to see if its 
even worth me working just to spend almost all of that income 
right back into childcare. However we decided it’s better to  
not put my career on hold years longer than I already have.”

Parents were asked, in an ideal world, where would you like your 
child(ren) to be when you’re at work. The answers surprised us.

“The cost of child care here is astronomical. I have a six figure 
household income and cannot afford childcare for my 

infant without expending all disposable income. 
Options are very limited too. My 
husband and I have to sacrifice 

time away from each other 
because if he were to have a  

day job, our income would not  
only drop but we would have to 
pay $1,600+ in childcare for our 

two children. It is not sustainable.”
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Child Care, ELC, 
Workplace 

Center
47%

Home
24%

Family
12%

Out of School 
Time Program

6%

School
5%

Nanny
3%

At work with me
3%

The Ideal World for (These) Working Parents
Not surprisingly, virtually a quarter of the respondents said they 
would like like their children to be at home.  This mirrors the 
sentiments of parents studied around the nation.

What is surprising is that while only 21% report that a child care 
center is currently their primary arrangement, the pie chart 
below shows that fully 47% would, in an ideal world, like to see 
their child in some form of trustworthy child care center. 

Participants wrote in their responses to this question. There 
were three kinds of child care centers written in: a general child 
care center, a child care center at their workplace, and an early 
learning-style child care center with a focus on developmentally 
targeted teaching and learning.  For instance, one respondent 
wrote “in a safe yet fun learning environment with child educators 
who truly care and are patient and compassionate.”  Another 
described it this way: “A healthy educational facility. where they 
are able to practice safe interaction with other kids and are well 
taken care of regarding meals and provided a good amount of 
exercise and learning activities.”

For this  analysis, all forms of child care centers were combined 
into one category as noted in the pie chart.

Real World Preferences of Parents
Respondents were asked, in the absense of the ideal, to consider 
a list of child care options and check their TWO preferred 
options. The following graphs show preferences for the sample 
as a whole, and a comparison of the preferences of parents who 
only have children age 0-5 and parents who only have school 
age children with parents who have younger and older kids.

ACCORDING TO 
2019 US CENSUS 
DATA, OF THE 

CHILDREN 
LIVING IN 

EAST/CENTRAL 
CLALLAM 
COUNTY:

APPROXIMATELY 
65%  LIVE IN 
THE  98362 
& 98363 ZIP 
CODES, FROM  

LAKE SUTHERLAND  
TO  WEST OF 

AGNEW. 

THE REMAINING 
35% LIVE IN 

THE 98382 ZIP 
CODE, INCLUDING 
THE AREA FROM 
AGNEW TO BLYN.
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“Honestly, this is a huge limiting factor for many families. We 
are grateful you are looking into this further and hope to find a 

solution that works within our household that allows us  
to better pay our finances.” 
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Comparison of  the Preference of Parents of Children 0 to 5 Years Old Only, 
 Parents of Children 6 to 14 Years Old Only, and  

Parents with Younger Children AND School Age Children 

Parents of all children appear to prefer 
the opportunity for their children to 
be at home, though for their oldest 
kids, out-of-school time programming 
is preferred. When we look just at 
parents with the youngest children 
AND some older children, the home 
effect is very clear, but a child care 
center appears to be most preferred 
by this group of parents. Perhaps this 
demonstrates their preference for an 
opportunity to have all their children 
in the same location, as mentioned by 
several of the parents. 

In Conclusion
Clallam County has a well-
documented need for more child 
care, and it has grown more than 
8% in the last decade, with no hint 
of decline. The need for child care 
will grow. The child care developer 
who can create affordable child care 
close to workplaces and can serve a 
range of ages with developmentally 
appropriate education is likely to enjoy 
vibrant enthusiasm and utilization from 
grateful parents!

This survey and report are made possible by a grant from the Washington State Department of Commerce. 
It was prepared by Lynn Keenan, MSW, PhD., of the Clallam County Economic Development Council. All 
gratitude goes to Olympic Medical Center, particularly its generous Human Resources Director, Jennifer 
Burkhardt; and to the passionate leadership of First Step Family Support Center: Nita Lynn, Christina Miko, 
Elisia Anderson, Krista Hanan, and Amber Hosken, for providing access to the stars of this report: the working 
parents of Port Angeles. To the participants: thank you so much for your candor and your time. May your 
contributions light a fire in the open hearts and brilliant minds of local builders of early childhood educational 

opportunities  in this remarkable time of growth in our nation’s child care moment. 


